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For Reflection:  Never worry about what I'm doing. Only worry about why you're worried about what I'm doing.  
Unknown 
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Psalm 124    
If the LORD hadn’t been for us— 
    let Israel now repeat!— 
      if the LORD hadn’t been for us, 
        when those people attacked us 
  then they would have swallowed us up whole 
        with their rage burning against us! 
  Then the waters would have drowned us; 
    the torrent would have come over our souls; 
      then the raging waters would have come over our souls! 
  Bless the LORD 
    because he didn’t hand us over 
    like food for our enemies’ teeth! 
  We escaped like a bird from the hunters’ trap; 
    the trap was broken so we escaped! 
  Our help is in the name of the LORD, 
    the maker of heaven and earth. 
  
Gospel Reading: Mark 9:38-50 
John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop 
him, because he was not following us.” But Jesus said, “Do not stop him; for no one who does a deed 
of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is for 
us. For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ 
will by no means lose the reward.  
 

“If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be 
better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck, and you were thrown into the sea. If 
your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two 
hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it 
is better for you to enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into hell. And if your eye 
causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than 
to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never 
quenched.  
 

“For everyone will be salted with fire. Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you season 
it? Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another.”  



 

Meditation: A Salty Calling   
 

Even before our capacity for attending to information communicated orally lessened and our 
attention spans were shortened largely due to screens and the sheer volume of data that passes 
across our eyeballs or flows into our ear, this would have been an incredibly dense, intense collection 
of Jesus' teachings—a challenge to our ability to focus.    

The text began with one of the disciple's complaint that there were those who didn't believe 
the right things, but nonetheless were casting out demons in Jesus' name.  It's a dilemma we can 
appreciate.  If someone is doing good, good that we do or would like to do ourselves, but we think 
they are doing it under the guise of the "wrong kind of Christianity,” (Why do we think we are the 
generation to invent that division in the Christian body?) how do we evaluate that work or those 
people?    

Jesus' response was:  "Focus yourselves.  You are worrying about the wrong things.  Why 
should we attempt to stop someone or argue with someone doing God's work?”  Jesus continued:  "If 
someone does good long enough in my name, pretty soon they won't be able to say anything against 
me."  He went on to broaden the whole idea of who might be a supporter of Jesus' if not eventually 
be called a Christian—not the cynical, "If you are not for us, you are against us,” but the much more 
all-embracing "If you are not against us, you are for us."  That's a definition that radically expands the 
allies of the faithful to include all those who work according to the Lord's purposes, whether or not in 
the Lord's name—all the good that is done by those who claim another faith or no faith at all.   If we 
are still wanting to push back, Jesus went yet further:  "If someone gives you a cup of water because 
you are a Christian, there will be a reward for them.”—God’s rewards are not only for Christians—
they are also for those who offer hospitality to a Christian.   

So, what's the message, when we drift toward speculations about other's motivations or 
theology and evaluating their work?  "Focus!  Worry less about why others do what they do and be 
more about affirming common ends."       

The next rather harsh teaching is apparently separated from its initiating question or 
occurrence, but we easily recognize it as one of Jesus' teachings about children.  Before we get 
sentimental about toddlers rushing to Jesus' knee, let's remember in Jesus' day children were not 
cute, clean, or considered "gifted."  Children were a burden on their own households until they lived 
long enough to participate in generating family income and until they could be considered a reliable 
retirement plan for their parents.   The pressing question for us is how we value children—not ours of 
blood or adoption or marriage, but how about—the nearly 17,000 children (50% of the children) who 
live in poverty just down the road.  Their situations were no doubt exacerbated by COVID-19, 
reflecting access to laptops and tablets, internet service and adequate food when school lunches 
weren’t available—despite the extraordinary methods of many to expand those services.  Their 
parents, guardians and care givers were more likely to be front line workers in unglamorous roles or 
laid off.  They are more likely to die of gun violence than children in our neighborhoods or perhaps 
from all the consequences of despair.  Valued by their own households, they are nonetheless, the 
children Jesus draws to himself and asks us to respond to.   

The consequences are fairly harsh for those followers of Christ who ignore those who are so 
vulnerable—the victims of poverty, violence, and lack of access to services, education and the 
economy.  The word again:  "Focus.  Focus on those whom Christ would receive and attend to our 
own responses. Turn our attention—our eyes, our hands, and our feet toward those vulnerable with 
positive attention.  Ignoring those whom Christ would receive will lead to disruption of society, pain 



for all and more hopelessness, fear and violence."  
And the last teaching—we are instructed to be salt—to be that element which gives structure, 

strength, and stability to life-giving, life-sustaining bread.   While salt was and is, at times and places in 
the world, used as currency, salt's value is not stand alone, but rather is a result of what it does in 
relationship to other ingredients necessary for life.  Once again, the focus is on evaluating ourselves 
and our ministry; how we interact with and strengthen the world according to our understanding of 
God's purposes.  We can't do that if we turn the Sanctuary into a Morton's salt storage box or argue 
that the world should adopt a low-salt diet because we are too busy... or too small... or too 
whatever...  We are not instructed to worry about the liveliness of the yeast, the quality of the wheat 
or oil, but to be one element in the rich mix of nourishment for body and soul.   

The readings are dense and complex—but the thread of focus on one's own actions; 
awareness of the vulnerability of others and a role of service to others run through the three texts.   
To be sure, there are other places in Scripture where we are instructed to challenge the motivations 
of others; where we are reminded that why we do what we do matters; where it is noted that some of 
those who are vulnerable contributed to their own vulnerability. Those are also dense and complex 
texts—all of which require a lifetime to unpack and interpret.   Which is good—because our scriptures 
take our lives and our ministry seriously—lives and ministries which are dense and complex.   Our 
lives, our ministry and our scripture are filled with mixed messages, most challenging if we try to take 
them out of context.  We will find they will serve us better if, as we strive to navigate the fine line of 
faithful decision making, we practice discernment, understanding that all solutions, all proposals, all 
efforts, all pieces of scriptural guidance are not sufficient to each and every situation, call to serve and 
individual in need.    

In these early days of another year of ministry, if we find we are distracted or overwhelmed, 
rather than spending our time and energy on attending to what others are doing and why, let us 
focus.  Let us focus on the good that is being done; on those vulnerable in need of our ministry and on 
our activities and on who we are called to be in the world.  Let us use the insight given us by 18 
months of wrestling with a pandemic.  This year is not like last year, which was not like the year 
before it.  This year is not like next year will be... The truth is, no two years have ever been alike, 
although we may have been tempted to respond as though they were. This year, let us focus on 
where and how we can be salt for the sake of our community and world in this time and in this place.  
 
Prayer for Others and Ourselves    
 

Most compassionate God:  We lift our world and ourselves up to you, praying not only for your 
work for wholeness but for our own growing compassion and expressions of love in response to the 
needs of our neighbors. 

We pray for the people and for all the places where people’s lives are upended by war and 
abuses of power… 

We pray for those who are in prison, for the victims of the crimes which put them there and 
for the healing of society where poverty and hopelessness contribute… 

We pray for the rich and the poor that we might find a middle ground of purpose, opportunity 
and sharing… 

We pray for those whose lives are being disrupted or lost by wildfires, hurricanes, and flooding 
and for those who fight them and respond ... and for the grievously wounded planet on which we 
dwell… 

We pray for those battling a virus – those who are infected and those who seek to heal... 



We pray for ourselves that your healing work might happen in us and in our relationships and 
for your energizing spirit to empower our ministry in your name 

All this we pray in the name of the one who brought us together and who taught us to pray 
 

Lord's Prayer 
 
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as 
it is in heaven. Give us this day, our daily bread.  Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors and 
lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil, for thine is the kingdom and the power and the 
glory forever. Amen. 


